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Abstract 
Purpose of study: This paper examines the reactions exhibited by a Norwegian officer after having participated in a military 
operation abroad. Problem statement: The officer was clearly affected by both parallel and analog stressors both before and 
during his tour abroad. Sources of Evidence: When the officer returned home he revealed an over-determined reaction while 
being a passenger in a car. The officer clearly lacked an ability to process the accumulated stress that had been built up during 
many years, both in civilian life and as a result of taking part in several military operations abroad. His over-determined reaction 
may have been caused by a lack of mental preparation before and during his last mission as well as a lack of coping skills. Main 
Argument: This may have allowed the residual from different previous experiences and experiences from his latest mission to 
build up until his reaction became over-determined. Another possible explanation is that the officer did not have time to try to 
cope with the things that happened during his mission abroad. Conclusion: Although not much happened to the officer during his 
last mission abroad, he had a lot of fantasies and strong feelings attached to the mission after returning home. After a few weeks 
at home these fantasies and feelings slowly disappeared and the officer returned to a normal life. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. 
Selection and/ peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center. 
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1. Introduction 
This report is a case study of a Norwegian military officer who has been exposed to traumatic stress during his 
participation in a military operation abroad. Traumatic stress is defined as having experienced, seen, or been 
confronted with a single event or series of events that involved death, serious injury, or threat thereof, or a threat to 
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one's own physical integrity or that of others. In addition, a person must have reacted with intense fear, helplessness, 
or horror at the above mentioned event or events. If these two criteria are met, a person is said to have been exposed 
to traumatic stress (APA, 1994). Upon return from serving in an international military operation a situation occurred 
where the officer reacted much more strongly than what one would normally expect. This reaction led to the officer 
wanting to talk about his experiences from overseas service. This paper is an account of some possible factors that 
may have contributed to the officer's strong reactions after returning from international service. 
1.1. An officer named John 
The case study in the paper is about a person whom we may call John. John is a so-called lifer (meaning that his 
whole life is revolving around the military) and had recently returned from service abroad when the following 
incident occurred: John is a passenger in a car, and it has been about a week since his return from abroad. In a 
junction a car appears from the right, and suddenly John screams "contact front" at the same time as he simulates 
pulling a gun and aiming it at the person in the other car. The situation calms down, and based on this event John is 
referred to the author a little later because he wants to get an explanation as to why such a reaction can occur. He 
also wants to see this event and his reaction up against his previous experiences from military assignment abroad. In 
conversation John reveals that he clearly understands that his behavior in the car was not quite normal. Through 
further conversation he realizes that we are talking about an over-determined reaction. An over-determined reaction 
means that a person exhibits a stronger reaction to an event than what one would normally assume (Holen, 2005). 
Certainly a possible collision would have been a stressor, but when assessing the basis of the strength and category 
of John's reaction to the approaching car, his reactions to this event was excessive. The stressor in this situation can 
be clearly defined as mild, both in strength and category. On the other hand, it can be said that John, through having 
experienced being under great pressure abroad, satisfies the first criterion of having been exposed to traumatic 
stress. The first criterion is to have experienced a traumatic event and John has experienced his share of these types 
of situations. 
1.2. Stress enhancers affecting John 
Through further conversation with John it emerges that there was a lot of so-called stress enhancers in his life 
both before and during his last mission abroad. Stress enhancers are experiences, events or reactions to situations 
that may affect a person in a negative direction (Holen, 2004). On the other hand, it can be argued that the degree of 
stressors abroad was only mild to moderate, and this probably should not have triggered an over-determined reaction 
with John. Stress enhancers occurred just before he was to go abroad and further stress enhancers occurred during 
the months he was abroad. Lack of preparation before the mission proved to be a distinct stress enhancer for John. In 
addition, John`s perception of the different situations during the mission also probably acted as stress enhancers. For 
John's part his experiences meant that he began to doubt whether he was capable of carrying out his mission abroad. 
John felt helplessness for long periods of time, and was afraid it was going to go wrong. Thus John also satisfies the 
second criterion of having experienced traumatic stress. John's unique situation is that his entire identity is built 
around being a competent, skilled, strong, and energetic officer. He has invested a lot in his physical fitness and in 
his military identity. Experiencing lack of control in a situation could therefore lead to anxiety because of the 
increasingly perceived threat and lack of control over the situation. If a person has invested heavily in his own self, 
and suddenly discovers that he or she is unable to cope with the specific situation, the degree of trauma in relation to 
the perceived situation could be enlarged. This may have been the case for John. During the period when Jon was 
abroad he very often experienced a feeling of lack of control or lack of preparation. If a situation occurs suddenly, 
and the situation is uncontrollable, unpredictable, or unusual, this could lead to experiencing a stressor stronger than 
what would be considered normal. This is related to an individual’s ability to perform affective regulation, i.e. the 
individual's ability to control their emotions. The stress reaction that John experienced during his mission abroad 
was probably a consequence of the daily pressures he felt. John seemed to lack coping skills in order to control his 
emotions and this may have led to the over-determined reaction while being in the car. 
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1.3. Parallel stressors affecting John 
Additional stressors that may have affected John and resulted in the previously mentioned over-determined 
reaction may have been following: While being abroad John experienced challenges in cooperation with others in 
the camp where he was. He experienced a lack of appreciation for the work that he and his team did. This applied to 
both the team and to the higher-ranking officers in the system. The temperature in the country he was in was very 
high, and it took some time to acclimatize to the altitude. In addition, there were problems getting the equipment the 
team felt that they needed, and others were jealous of the freedom the team had. An additional stressor was the ever-
present traffic chaos. A further parallel stressor was that John also felt a great responsibility for the others in his 
team, because he was the leader of the team, being the oldest and the most experienced. In this case, guilt was only a 
small problem because the other members of the team had chosen to work in the team at John’s request. The above-
mentioned stress enhancers are referred to as parallel stressors (Holen, 2004). Parallel stressors are things that affect 
you while you perform your mission.  
1.4. Analog stressors affecting John 
During the conversation it emerged that John had already served for a total of two years in 4 different 
international military operations in other mission areas. It turned out that there had been relatively many episodes 
during these two years that John knew had left its mark on him. Most of these he had not yet processed adequately. 
A conclusion may therefore be that the accumulation of stress may have led to John’s over-determined reaction in 
the car. John also has poor contact with his father. His father only calls John when he has been drinking alcohol. 
John also has very little in common with both his father and his father-in-law. These stress enhancers are referred to 
as analog stressors (Holen, 2004). Analog stressors are experiences or events that are further back in time than 3 
months but still may affect a person over time. 
1.5. A diagnosis of John 
John showed no signs of being in a crisis reaction. He shows no signs of dissociation, i.e. detachment from the 
actual time abroad. He has some muscular tension, but this is more likely a consequence of the long period under 
stress. He shows no deliberate or non-deliberate avoidance of thoughts or aspects of the event abroad, and thus it 
was clear that he is not in the response phase of an emergency. He has not experienced any real loss during the time 
he was abroad. A theme that was mentioned by John was that he constantly would see threat images. This is 
something that has recurred in a lot of situations he has been in. John says that he feels that it is safer to go back out 
to some area of operation. He mentions that it is expected of him, and that this environment is better for him. John 
would like to know as much as possible about various mental and physical reactions to traumatic experiences as this 
would give him more control. John shows clear overcompensation by building up his self to be as strong as possible. 
John is also paranoid, and he argues that it feels like there is always someone after him. He sleeps with the gun in 
the bed, and wakes up every night by nightmares of what could have happened abroad. The most frequent dream is 
that John and his team are attacked, and that he fails to get the gun into position and shoot back. Otherwise, he often 
dreams about things that happened, although these were not particularly traumatic. This shows John’s tendency 
towards post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  
1.6. Lack of adaption, residuals, and a slow return to a normal life 
A few weeks later during the next visit to the author John said that everything was boring. He does not dream 
anymore, and this was interpreted by the author as having adapted to everyday life again, and that the degree of 
acute stress has decreased. He felt that he was restless, tense, irritable, and that everyone else was a threat. He 
wanted to go out again. He believed that he missed the adrenaline, and the excitement and rush of being in an 
international military operation abroad. John revealed a small degree of suicidal tendency, and he also had a very 
low self-esteem concerning his ability to do something else than work in the military. In the months since he was 
abroad last time he had lost several kilograms in weight. John’s last time abroad was experienced as being under a 
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continuous threat. John saw that he was constantly on his toes. He said that nothing special happened. It is clear that 
it was John’s fantasies that helped create the pressure he experienced abroad. He felt that he had been under constant 
threat and fear for many months. During these months he had no time to process and deal with his own reactions. 
The lack of adaptation in John’s case may have led him to have a greater residual to deal with. The residual here 
means that there is a small residue of an event still inside a person. The residual is reduced when a person has 
prepared well for a traumatic event. A better ability to process the daily events and perhaps past events while John 
was abroad would perhaps have led to a different reaction than his over-determined reaction in the car. On the other 
hand, it is also possible that John even with enough time would not have been able to process this residual without 
help from another person. In John's case, as it was revealed, there was a highly emotional pressure during his time 
abroad. Since John did not get these feelings processed, it is conceivable that John had a greater residual tied to the 
strong feelings about the situation for a long time abroad. 
2. Conclusion  
This paper describes and explains some reactions to traumatic stress experienced by a Norwegian military officer 
here called John after serving in a military operation abroad. John was clearly affected by both parallel and analog 
stressors both before and during his tour abroad. After returning home he showed an over-determined reaction to a 
car incident. It was found that John clearly lacked an ability to process the accumulated stress that had been built up 
over many years, both in civilian life and as a result of taking part in several military operations abroad. His over-
determined reaction may have been caused by a lack of mental preparation before and during his last mission, 
allowing the residual from different experiences to build up until John’s reaction became over-determined. Another 
possible explanation is that John did not have time to try to cope with the things that happened during his mission 
abroad. Although not much happened to John during his last mission abroad, he had a lot of fantasies and strong 
feelings attached to the mission. After a few weeks these fantasies and feelings slowly disappeared and John was on 
his way back to a normal life.   
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